In 2003, 41% of labor force in Japan was female. The number of women quitting their jobs because of pregnancy or childcare is decreasing 1) , and there are many women who continue to work while raising children. Previous studies have shown that women with preschool age children show a higher risk of developing mental health problems 2, 3) . Working women with very young children may have to cope with a heavy workload at home, including both housework and childcare. The role conflicts women experience between work and family may be related to psychological distress 4) . It is imperative to understand the cause of stress among working women and to find ways to support them.
More than 40% of women workers in Japan are employed for less than 35 h a week 1) . There are a variety of employment statuses among non-regular employees 5) . Especially for working mothers with young children, their reasons for working, commitment to work, and their perceptions of the subjective value of work may vary 6, 7) . The Japanese government has recently been focusing on changes in the working patterns of women during the periods before and after childbirth. More than half of the women who were in regular employment one year before childbirth were working at 18 months postpartum; for part-timers the figure was less than one third 8) . Compared to women who were continuing in the same job or career one year before childbirth and at 18 months postpartum, those women who began working after childbirth, and who did not experience working or resigning during pregnancy were likely to have lower family income, to be single mothers, and to be engaged in part-time jobs. The report implied that various factors, such as financial necessity, family support, workplace support, and intention to work, might have an influence on the working life of women with very young children.
In Western countries, the different effects full-time and part-time work have on maternal health have been studied. Work, in general, has positive effect on maternal mental health because it increases social resources and enhances self-esteem 5, [9] [10] [11] . However, full-time working mothers with children aged 5 yr or younger have shown to be vulnerable to psychological stress 2) . Mothers with parttime jobs may receive the positive benefits gained from employment, without experiencing role overload 12) . In Japan, however, the legal status of a "part-time employee" does not necessarily mean a worker with short working hours: indeed, about one third of Japan's so-called "parttime employees" work 35 h or more a week 13) . Nonregular employees, including part-time employees, have much less job security, fewer fringe benefits, and lower hourly rates of pay than regular employees 5, 13) . Thus, the findings of the studies conducted in Western countries may not directly apply to working mothers in Japan.
Previous studies have shown that for women workers with children, support from family and friends is important for working life and health. Working mothers who are unable to rely on significant support from their spouses, or who have no spouse, are more prone to psychological disorder 7, 14) . A recent study of working life and family support among married women in Japan has reported that most full-time women workers whose youngest child is aged 6 or younger were getting childcare assistance from relatives 15) . The authors suggested that women who were unable get this kind of help might have ceased work. Unfortunately, that study did not give specific details about those women who were unsupported, nor did it include women who were in nonregular employment.
Few previous studies in Japan have described the working and family life of female employees with children and their different modes of working or hours of employment. Consequently, the factors affecting women's lives at home and at work, including stressors and supports, remain unclear. Also, work satisfaction, work-family conflict, and the actual strain of dealing with work and family life have not been investigated, even though these might be important factors when formulating guidance strategies to support working mothers.
In this study, we focused on working mothers with preschool children and investigated the working and family lives of a range of female workers with varied employment statuses and working hours. The women were categorized into one of three groups depending on their employment status and their weekly working hours. The three categories were: non-regular employees working less than 30 h; non-regular employees working 30 or more hours; and regular employees working 30 or more hours. Using data from these three groups, we compared the women's demographic characteristics, reasons for working, commitment to work, level of financial difficulty, support with childcare and housework, and the psychological characteristics of their working situations. We also compared the overall work and family strains, relative work-family conflict, and work satisfaction.
Methods

Study design and participants
We designed a questionnaire to examine the relationship between socio-environmental factors and well-being, and invited the mothers of preschoolers from eight private preschools in a large city in the Kansai region of Japan to participate. In 2001, along with the questionnaire, a letter that explained the aim of the survey was distributed to the parents of all preschoolers at those eight schools (n=871). In the letter we explained that participation was voluntary, and that the survey was anonymous. We also assured potential respondents that their privacy would be guaranteed.
Of the 871 questionnaires distributed, 688 were returned. We excluded 43 incomplete questionnaires and 9 questionnaires that were either filled out by a father, a grandmother, or a mother who was not living with the preschool child (n=636). Of the valid questionnaires, 563 women were engaged in paid work; there were 136 non-regular employees who worked less than 30 h per week, 141 non-regular employees who worked 30 or more hours, and 184 regular employees (seishain in Japanese) who worked 30 h or more. We used the data of these 461 women for the analyses. We classified women who specified that they were regular employees in the questionnaire accordingly. Non-regular employees included part-time, contract, and contracted-out (haken in Japanese) workers. We excluded regular employees who worked for less than 30 h per week (n=5), selfemployed women (n=10), family employees (n=68), those working at home (n=10: piece workers, naishoku in Japanese), and women who did not provide information about working hours (n=9) from the analyses. In this article, we refer to non-regular employees who work less than 30 h a week as non-regular employees with short working hours, and to non-regular employees who work 30 h or more per week as non-regular employees with long working hours. This definition is based on the cutoff levels defined by the OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) for part-time work, which the OECD describes as 30 working hours or less per week 16) . The questionnaire included questions on work characteristics such as job classification, work style, and weekly hours of work (less than 10 h, 10-20, 20-29, 30-39, 40-49, 50-59, 60 h or more). Other items sought information on demographics and the family environment such as maternal age (age 24 or under, 25-29, 30-34, 35-39, 40 or more); marital status; monthly personal income (JPY99,999 or less, JPY100,000-199,999, J P Y 2 0 0 , 0 0 0 -2 9 9 , 9 9 9 , J P Y 3 0 0 , 0 0 0 -3 9 9 , 9 9 9 , JPY400,000 or more); monthly family income (JPY99,999 or less, JPY100,000-199,999, JPY200,000-299,999, JPY300,000-399,999, JPY400,000-499,999, JPY500,000 or more); educational attainment (4 levels: non-high-school graduate; high-school graduate; junior college or vocational school graduate; bachelor's degree or higher. We classified two women who were not married but who were cohabiting with a man along with those married women living with a partner. The remaining women, who were divorced, separated, widowed, or unmarried were classified as living without a partner. The questionnaire also delved into family composition, such as the number and age of children and whether the household included parents or parents-inlaw.
Variables
To investigate work characteristics, we asked questions about the women's daily and weekly working hours, and their job classification. We also inquired about their job history around the birth of the first child, and the perceived value of the work they did-whether the respondent worked for job satisfaction or just for money. To investigate how the respondent prioritized their work and family roles, we included questions concerning role commitment. Following Napholz, we gave the women a choice of three answers 17) . We also included two questions about financial hardship in the questionnaire (Appendix 1).
We tried to estimate the assumable stressors in family life, such as the burden of housework, childcare, picking up the child from the daycare center, care for a sick child, emergency childcare, and unsatisfactory support from family and friends. The questions and the cut-off points are shown in Appendix 2. We then investigated the following psychological characteristics of the women's working situation: job pressure, the underutilization of their personal skills, dissatisfaction with personal income, inflexibility of work schedule, bad relationships in the workplace, poor support from supervisor, and poor support from colleagues. The questions and the cut-off points are shown in Appendix 3.
Finally, we compared the women's perceived level of strain related to work and family across the groups: work and family strain 18) , work-family conflict 19) , and work dissatisfaction. The questions and the cut-off points are shown in Appendix 4.
Analyses
For dichotomized variables and nominal variables, statistical differences among groups were detected by χ 2 analyses. A p value of less than 0.05 was considered significant. Further, in inter-group comparisons using χ 2 analysis, we used p value of 0.02 (0.05/3 rounded) taking into account multiple comparisons. For ordinal variables, statistical group differences were detected using the Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric test. Inter-group comparisons were made with the Mann-Whitney test using the p value of 0.02.
Statistical analyses were done using SPSS 10.0J for Windows. Table 1 shows the group demographic and work characteristics. Regular employees tended to be older and to have higher educational qualifications and more family income than non-regular employees. Most of the non-regular workers earned less than 200,000 yen per month. Compared to regular employees, non-regular employees with long working hours had a lower socioeconomic status, were less likely to live with a partner, and had more children. More than three quarters of the regular employees were engaged in clerical, technical, or managerial jobs. Half of the non-regular employees with shorter working hours worked in sales or service jobs. The non-regular employees with long working hours had the highest percentage of manufacturing or transportation jobs among the three groups. Table 2 shows the women's perinatal job histories prior to having children, and their stated role commitment, the personal value of their work, and the reasons for working for each group. Most of the current regular employees were working when they became pregnant with their first child and, after maternity leave, most of them returned to the same job. On the other hand, fewer of the nonregular employees were working when they became pregnant with the first child. Most of those who were working quit their job before childbirth and did not return to the same job afterwards. About two in three of both the non-regular employees with long working hours and the regular employees gave dual priority to both work and family. By contrast, non-regular employees with short working hours were more likely to emphasize family over work. Compared with non-regular employees who worked short hours, regular employees were less likely to say they worked only for money. The responses of non-regular employees with long working hours fell between these two groups. 2) The p value is based on χ 2 analysis. Post hoc group comparisons were done using the χ 2 test. A p-value of less than 0.02 was defined as a significant difference. Table 3 shows the level of financial hardship among the groups. Non-regular employees were more likely to report economic difficulties than regular employees. Among the non-regular employees who worked long hours, the raw rate of those perceiving financial hardship was more than one third, and more than 25% of the women in this group placed personal income and family income in the same category in the questionnaire. Without personal income, these women had household monthly income of less than 100,000 yen. Women in the regular employee group were less likely to perceive financial difficulties than the women in non-regular employment, and this reflects their higher family incomes and a higher proportion of spousal cohabitation.
Results
About half the women in both non-regular employee groups were doing most of the housework (Table 4) , whereas the women in the regular employee group tended to report lighter domestic workloads. Both non-regular employee groups reported that they bore most of the responsibility for taking care of a sick child (Table 4) . Regular employees were likely to have some other person on whom they could depend when a child was sick. In each of the three groups, more than 60% indicated that they thought they needed more help with childcare. Non- The p values are based on χ 2 analysis. The p values are based on χ 2 analysis. The questions for each item and the cut-off points are shown in Appendix 1. Income categories are shown in Table 1 .
regular employees with long working hours perceived significantly more unsatisfactory support from family and friends than regular employees (Table 4) . Job pressure increased from non-regular employees with short working hours through to regular employees (Table 5) , and regular employees were more likely to have an inflexible work schedule and to be more satisfied with their income than non-regular employees. In both The p values are based on χ 2 analysis. The questions for each item and cut-off points are shown in Appendix 2. The p values are based on χ 2 analysis. The questions for each item and the cut-off points are shown in Appendix 3. non-regular employee groups, more than 85% indicated dissatisfaction with their personal income. On the other hand, non-regular employees were more likely to indicate good support from supervisors than regular employees. Regular employees had significantly more strain from work and family than non-regular employees (Table 6 ). Nearly half of regular employees indicated that they experienced work-family conflict. Non-regular employees with short working hours generally indicated a lower frequency of work-family conflict than regular employees. The three groups did not statistically differ in job satisfaction.
Discussion
Working mothers in different types of employment and with different working hours were likely to have different socioeconomic backgrounds, work and family lives, and strains, although not all factors had statistical significance.
Non-regular employees were more likely to be affected by budgetary constraints than regular employees. In particular, non-regular employees with long working hours were likely to encounter difficulties in daily life. They tended to have more children and less support from family and friends than regular employees. Even though they worked more than 30 h a week, they were less likely to have a satisfactory personal income, possibly because of lower hourly wages. Since women with lower personal income and less educational history are shown to display more depressive symptoms 4) , we should explore the actual psychological distress among non-regular employees with long working hours.
Compared to regular employees, mothers currently working as non-regular employees were more likely to have discontinuities in their employment history. In fact, most respondents who were non-regular employees began working or started new jobs after the birth of their first child out of economic necessity, possibly due to a change in their family or economic situation. This pattern matches governmental statistics 8) . However, as our demographic data showed, even if non-regular workers work long hours, it is not easy for them to earn a satisfactory income. During the recent economic recession, Japanese companies were trying to reduce personnel overheads and labor costs by substituting regular employees with non-regular employees 5) . For mothers who are less educated, unskilled, and who do not have sufficient social support in family matters, the chance of becoming a regular employee with a higher income is rare. As earlier Western research highlighted 20, 21) , the disadvantaged socioeconomic status among certain groups of mothers with young children requires careful attention.
Regular employees were more likely to report job pressure and inflexible work schedules than non-regular employees; they also reported less support in their workplace from supervisors. Overall, they indicated more work and family strain than non-regular employees. Although they report more positive factors in their work, such as the utilization of their skills, satisfactory income, or valuing the work, the dual demands of family and work, and conflicts arising from dual responsibilities may harm their health or make them more likely to leave work or change jobs.
This study is limited in several ways. Preliminary interviews indicated that the mothers of preschoolers were too busy to spend much time filling in the questionnaire, so we decided to use single-item questions regarding psychological work characteristics, perceived strain, job attitude, financial hardship, and family life stress. Many items originated with us. Thus, we were unable to determine the validity and reliability of the responses. Respondents were recruited from preschools in a large city. The findings cannot be generalized to working women with daytime childcare support from their relatives or who are living in a different social environment. In the survey, we did not inquire about company size, fringe benefits, and instrumental support at the workplace, such as childcare leave, or about child benefits or welfare allowances. Informational bias may result from the mode used to inquire about family or personal income. Since the study design is crosssectional, we were unable to explore the causal relationship between the status of employment or working hours and the family environment. Finally, because the groups tended to show differences in socioeconomic status and job classification, the features of the groups may not have originated solely from differences in employment status or working hours. In the future, we need longitudinal studies using established instruments that can offer a more thorough examination into work and family stress among working mothers.
In summary, among women workers with preschool children, regular employees were more likely to experience greater strains due to work and family obligations. Non-regular employees tended to experience greater financial hardship. Notably, our findings also show the difficult situation faced by non-regular employees, especially those employees with long working hours. In exploring a support system for female employees rearing children, it will be necessary to gain an understanding of the features of these groups.
